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The purpose of this paper is to overview, roughly chronologically, Reinhold 
Niebuhr’s endeavors concerning the race problem from the 1920’s to the 
1960’s and to clarify his basic philosophy and attitude concerning this problem, 
including the Civil Right Movement. In general, Niebuhr has been less than 
positively rated on the whole, and in fact, he has often been severely criticized on 
this problem. One of the representative figures among such critics during recent 
years is James H. Cone. In one of his major books, The Cross and the Lynching 
Tree (2011) Cone uses a whole chapter almost exclusively to criticize Niebuhr’s 
attitude toward the race problem. He says, for an example, that “it is one thing 
to teach theology……in the same environs of a classroom and quite another to 
live one’s theology in a situation that entails the risk of one’s life,” and he judges 
Niebuhr as the former, and Martin Luther King, Jr. the latter. But when analyzing 
carefully what Niebuhr has said in his books and many occasional magazine 
essays one cannot help but feel that Cone’s judgments go too far and are even 
unfair. Niebuhr actually writes a surprising number of references and essays on 
the problems. Quoting Niebuhr’s actual words and sentences, this paper tries 
to examine what Niebuhr really thinks about the “American dilemma,” and also 
grasp his view of the race problem in the future. Through this research we can 
recognize that Niebuhr, although he has been consistently gradualist and realist, 
a position that has given people some confusion, has had “immense passion that 
he has invested in this subject” (G. Dorrien), and Niebuhr shows us how we 
should think theoretically and practically about this subject.
